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started thinking aloud about the 
options and suggested to replace the 
existing mix of loans and fees with a 
‘graduate tax’.
Rather than paying fees upfront 
and taking out a loan to cover them, 
students would under this proposal 
pay an additional tax over a period 
of 25 years after they start earning 
more than a threshold sum. As the 
graduate tax would be calculated 
as a percentage of earnings, the 
distribution of the financial burden 
would change from the current 
system where all pay the same 
fees to one where graduates pay 
according to what they can afford. 
While this policy would fulfil one 
of the Liberal Democrats’ election 
pledges, namely to remove the 
tuition fees, and replace them with 
a system that many see as fairer, 
there are many subtle difficulties that 
will need addressing, including the 
organisation of the transition phase, 
and the handling of graduates who 
leave the country to work abroad. 
In a lecture, titled “The 
 looming crisis”, Cable started 
thinking aloud about the 
 options.
Meanwhile, Malcolm Grant, the 
provost of University College London, 
has called to make savings by limiting 
the number of student places, and not 
to cut research budgets available to 
leading universities. 
In an interview published on the eve 
of Cable’s speech, Grant urged the 
government to consider a reduction 
in student numbers. Cable has 
already signalled that the aim set by 
the previous government, to send half 
the youngsters of each year group to 
higher education (including the often 
more training-oriented courses at the 
‘new’ universities, formerly known as 
polytechnics) will not be upheld. More 
controversially, Grant said he also 
wants universities to be allowed to 
charge higher fees, in line with the ivy 
league colleges in the United States. 
In Germany, education is also 
the focus of controversy, as the 
independence of the 16 federal 
states in both schools and higher 
education policy has led to an 
increasingly confusing diversity 
of alternative education models. 
In July, Hamburg’s Conservative/
Green state government suffered an 
embarrassing defeat when a majority 
of voters blocked the planned switch 
from a four-year primary school to a 
six-year one. 
In higher education, states 
supervise universities according to a 
framework legislation from the federal 
government, but some of the smaller 
states find it hard to cope with the 
increasing cost of ever-rising student 
numbers. 
Two recent events punctured the 
autonomy of the states in higher 
education. The state of Schleswig 
Holstein accepted federal bail-out 
funds for the medical school at the 
University of Lübeck; and the states 
agreed to a federal programme 
of student grants. Both initiatives 
reportedly came from federal research 
minister Annette Schavan. 
Commentators in the media 
including the weeklies Die Zeit and 
Der Spiegel concluded that the 
decentralised education system run 
by the federal states has hit the rocks, 
and that the constitution needs to 
be rewritten, such that the federal 
government can play a stronger 
role. Ironically, it is only four years 
since the grand coalition passed a 
change to the constitution revising the 
division of responsibility between the 
states and central government in the 
opposite direction, ruling out federal 
involvement. 
To make matters worse, German 
universities are still suffering from the 
poorly regulated transition to the new 
degree courses following the Bologna 
agreement ten years ago. With the 
introduction of bachelor and master 
degrees, the Bologna reform was 
supposed to unify degrees across 
Europe, but instead has amplified 
chaos. Many universities still run a 
mixture of the old and the new, and 
some have given up on the new 
system and reverted to the default. 
Last year’s tame but widespread 
“Bildungsstreik” protests (see Curr 
Biol. 20, R39) have also simmered on. 
Nationwide demonstrations in June 
had a turnout of over 85,000 students. 
However, they don’t have a clear-cut 
solution either, so the search for a new 
way continues. 
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Polar bears are no longer likely to 
be found in the Hudson Bay area of 
Canada within the next couple of 
decades as the Arctic ice, which they 
need for hunting, increasingly declines 
during summer in coming years as a 
result of climate change.
The study provides more evidence 
of current climate change, under 
increasing attack from sceptics. The 
animals in western Hudson Bay, one 
of 19 discrete sub-populations of the 
species around the Arctic, are losing 
body mass as their time on floating 
sea ice gets shorter, according to 
researchers at the University of Alberta 
and University of York, Toronto.
We understand very well 
things like how fat a bear has 
to be to produce a certain 
number of cubs, and we know 
a lot about how much energy 
these bears are burning dur-
ing the period of time over the 
summer that they are forced 
ashore when the sea ice melts.
The sea ice is where the bears hunt 
seals and they need to build sufficient 
reserves during the winter to survive 
the thinning ice during the summer. 
But in recent years the ice has been 
melting earlier and forming later, 
reducing the bears’ hunting season. 
The Arctic summer ice reached 
a record low in 2007. Although it 
increased over the past two years, 
early indications suggest this year will 
be another record low year.
The west Hudson Bay population 
has apparently declined from around 
1,200 animals to 900. If the decline 
in summer sea ice continues, as 
climate predictions suggest it will, 
the population could become extinct 
within two or three decades, according 
to a study by Peter Molnar, Andrew 
Derocher, Gregory Thiemann and Mark 
Lewis, and Peter Molnar in the journal 
Biological Conservation.
The threat to the Hudson Bay polar 
bears highlights the reality of a 
changing climate under attack from 
sceptics. Nigel Williams reports.
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The west Hudson Bay population 
is the second most southerly 
population and has been expected  
to be the first to be affected by 
climate change.
The bears have become an iconic 
species in raising awareness of 
global warming but how they might 
survive until now has been mostly 
guesswork. The new study uses a 
mathematical model which matches 
weight and energy-storing capacity 
of the bears, which are known — the 
west Hudson Bay bears are the most 
closely observed population of all 
the species — against the annual ice 
shrinkage and the time they spend on 
land without food.
“We understand very well things like 
how fat a bear has to be to produce a 
certain number of cubs, and we know 
a lot about how much energy these 
bears are burning during the period 
of time over the summer that they 
are forced ashore when the sea ice 
melts,” says Derocher.
“And from there it’s fairly easy 
to run various scenarios of sea ice 
change to look at when, basically, the 
bears’ fat stores run out — and when 
that happens the bears, of course, 
subsequently die.”
“There’s been a gradual decline in 
the bears’ body condition that dates 
to the 1980s and we can now correlate 
that very nicely with the loss of sea ice 
in this ecosystem.”
Although the study raises alarm 
bells for this polar bear population, 
it provides convincing evidence 
of climate change in the Arctic. 
Climate change sceptics have this 
year mounted an attack on the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) and the Climate 
Research Unit (CRU) at the University 
of East Anglia in particular.
Critics argued that climate change 
was a ‘make believe’ confected 
by researchers. But a UK House of 
Commons Inquiry into the allegations 
in March found no evidence of a 
systematic deception by the CRU. A 
panel led by Lord Oxburgh found no 
evidence of scientific malpractice. 
And last month, after substantial data 
gathering, the independent inquiry 
led by Sir Muir Russell reported its 
findings. It concluded that the rigour 
and honesty of the scientists at the 
CRU was not in doubt. 
Concerns were raised over the 
openness of the CRU researchers and 
reforms of practices and procedures 
were identified. No evidence of 
subversion of the peer review or 
editorial process was discovered, 
but the report did include a lengthy 
reflection on the inquiry’s implications 
for peer review, by Richard Horton, 
editor of the Lancet. Horton argued 
that much of the confusion about what 
took place at the CRU stemmed from 
a misunderstanding of what the peer 
review process can, and cannot, do.
Based on Horton’s assessment, 
the Russell report concluded: “Many 
who are far from the reality of the peer 
review process would like to believe 
that peer review is a firewall between 
truth on the one hand and error and 
dishonesty on the other. It is not. It is 
a means of sieving out evident error, 
currently unacceptable practices, 
repetition of previously published 
work without acknowledgement, and 
trivial contributions that add little to 
knowledge.”
 While critics of climate science may 
be unhappy with the outcome of the 
Russell report and the process of peer 
review, the latest study of the Hudson 
Bay polar bears attests to a changing 
climate that, whatever researchers 
might predict looms in the future, is 
already under way now.
Thawing: The decline in summer ice in the Arctic is threatening the Hudson Bay polar bears. (Photo: All Canada Photos/Alamy.)
